Food security and nutrition are ascendant issues on global and national policy agendas in recent years, as a result of the global food crisis and growing recognition of the magnitude and consequences of these problems for human and economic development. The translation of this attention into effective action at the country level will require multistakeholder agreements concerning priority problems, interventions, delivery strategies, roles and responsibilities, and other matters, but this has proven to be a difficult and contentious process in many countries. This study explores stakeholders' perspectives on the characteristics of a good process in Guatemala, a country that has encountered difficulties deciding such matters in recent years, as well as their views on decision acceptance and the feasibility of implementing a good process. Semistructured interviews were conducted with 20 participants in earlier policy deliberations who were identified through snowball sampling. The constant comparative method was used for analysis. These participants attach great importance to the quality of decision processes, have strong support for decision principles derived from theory and experience elsewhere, would be willing to participate in such a process and accept the resulting decisions, and feel such a process would be challenging but feasible in the Guatemalan context. These findings, together with experiences elsewhere, suggest that countries would do well to seek agreement on the design of a multistakeholder decision-making process before they seek agreement on priority nutrition problems, target groups, interventions, delivery strategies, and other matters that have proven contentious in many settings.
Introduction
Undernutrition and food insecurity have become ascendant issues on global policy agendas in recent years due to the convergence of several factors. For undernutrition, these factors include broader recognition of the magnitude of these issues and their consequences for mortality, morbidity, cognitive development, work capacity, economic growth, and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) [1, 2] ; the availability of effective, low-cost interventions [3] ; and the convergence of global actors on a common framework for action [4] . For food insecurity, a catalytic factor was the food crisis in 2008 leading to the G8 joint statement on global food security [5] , the High Level Task Force [6] , and bilateral initiatives such as the US Feed the Future program [7] . Among other objectives, these global initiatives aspire to foster country-owned and country-led strategies, greater harmonization among external partners in support of these strategies, and the improvement of nutritional status among vulnerable groups as well as household food security.
As these initiatives become operationalized at the country level, a crucial activity will be policy formulation [4, 8] . In this context, policy formulation refers to the seeking of agreements among government ministries, external partners, and other stakeholders on priority interventions, target groups, and implementation strategies, along with delineation of roles and responsibilities. Although these global initiatives endorse the principles embodied in the Paris Declaration and Accra Agenda [9] concerning broad stakeholder consultation and alignment on the broad development agenda, they provide neither guidance on how to achieve this S93 Policy actors' perspectives on good process in relation to food security and nutrition in particular, nor mechanisms for monitoring and ensuring it will be conducted authentically and effectively. Yet, the experience in many countries reveals that this can be a difficult, protracted, and contentious process [10] , even when high-level political commitment has been expressed [11] .
The present study bears directly on this fundamental issue. It was undertaken in response to difficulties in policy formulation experienced by the food security and nutrition community in Guatemala in 2006/7, despite the fact that systematic and participatory procedures were used with that policy community in an effort to secure agreements on key interventions and strategies. Those experiences suggested either that various stakeholders may differ in their views of what constitutes an authentic consultation and decision process, or that they may refuse to accept the final decisions even after they have participated in such a process. The present study was undertaken to explore these alternative possibilities. The specific questions guiding this research are the following: » What constitutes a good decision process from the perspective of actors in the Guatemalan Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) policy community? » What are the desired results from a good decision process? » Would these actors be willing to participate in a process designed according to good process principles? » Would these actors be willing to accept the decisions resulting from a decision process if it met their criteria for a good process? » Would such a process be feasible in Guatemala?
Background
Guatemala is one of the countries with the highest economic disparity in the world, with 60% of its income being concentrated among only 20% of its population. Among the 14 million total population, the poverty rate is 56% nationally and 75% in rural areas [12] . It has the highest prevalence of stunting in Latin America and among the highest globally, with 54.9% of children under 5 years of age being chronically malnourished or stunted (height-for-age z-score [HAZ] < -2 SD) [13] . Malnutrition is a reflection of the country's longstanding economic and political inequalities and social exclusion, with most of the hunger hotspots found in places most affected by the 36-year civil war, as well as recurrent droughts that damage the livelihoods of the population [14] .
Despite their longstanding existence, malnutrition and hunger have only recently received high-level government attention. Extensive damage caused by mudslides after Hurricane Stan in October 2005, followed by severe droughts in parts of the country, raised awareness about the severity of hunger and malnutrition among politicians, media, and civil society. This renewed interest in malnutrition and hunger, and the commitment and strategic efforts of one high-level champion [14] , were some of the factors that led to significant political commitment and support to address malnutrition and food insecurity (see box 1).
The new government structure, the National Food and Nutrition Security System (SINASAN), created by the Food and Nutrition Security law ( fig. 1) , and the multisectoral Program to Reduce Chronic Malnutrition (PRDC) recognized the importance of involving BOX 1. From political interest to government structures and policy During the presidential term of Oscar Berger (2004-200 7), the Commission "National Hunger Coalition" (FNCH) coordinated a technical team to study the multiple existing versions of proposals for a national food and nutrition security policy. In 2004, the government established the National Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) policy after a long process of analysis and revisions in which actors from civil society also participated through the National Food Security During this same period, the planning and implementation of two programs-the Program for the Reduction of Chronic Malnutrition (PRDC) and Creciendo Bien (CB)-to improve the nutritional status of children began. The PRDC was coordinated by SESAN with the main objective of reducing the prevalence of chronic malnutrition among children under 5 years of age by 50% by the year 2016. This program was based on six main components: basic health services, food and nutrition education, breastfeeding and complementary feeding, water and basic hygiene, improvement of the family economy, and community organization. This program is currently implemented under the name of the National Strategy for the Reduction of Chronic Malnutrition (ENRDC). The CB program, discontinued under the new government, was coordinated by the Secretariat for Social Work of the First Lady (SOSEP), with the main objective being to develop the capacity of women for the prevention of malnutrition in children under 5 years of age through the improvement of dietary practices in the family and community. multiple sectors in the development and implementation of policies and strategies. Therefore, the Guatemalan FNS community engaged in a systematic approach to formulate specific interventions and delivery strategies to address malnutrition and food insecurity in the country. The FNS policy community included actors from many sectors and administrative levels, from governmental and international agencies, national and international nongovernmental organizations, and academic and research institutions.
The impetus for the present study came from the results of an exploratory study conducted 1 year earlier, by the same authors, which sought to document the highly successful agenda-setting process that stimulated government attention and the creation of national policies and structures [15] . An unexpected outcome of that study, involving interviews with 50 members of the FNS policy community, was the discovery that the subsequent policy formulation stage had encountered a number of challenges, namely, fragmented and competing efforts of various actors and institutions; interpersonal and interinstitutional jealousy, lack of trust, and differing values, interests, and perspectives; and varying levels of commitment to the FNS agenda. We undertook the present study in part in an effort to better understand what type of decision process might prevent or overcome such challenges in Guatemala itself, and in part because such challenges are found in many other nutrition policy communities at the national and global levels [10, 16] . This work received logistic assistance from the country Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) office but otherwise was not aligned with or influenced by any of the FNS policy stakeholders.
Methods

Research approach
The object of study in this research, namely, the perspectives of FNS policy actors on the desirable features of a good decision process, is inherently subjective, complex, and contextual. It also is one that has received a considerable amount of attention in the literature, but mostly in industrialized democracies. Finally, given the identity of the respondents (mid-to senior-level participants in an ongoing policy process at the national level), we anticipated a need to limit each interview to 1 hour or less. For these reasons, we employed semistructured interviews designed to elicit a combination of unprompted and prompted responses concerning the characteristics of a good decision process, with the main prompt being a tool developed for this study based on previous empirical and theoretical literature (described below).
Participants and sampling
This study sought to interview all actors involved in the Guatemalan FNS policy community, defined as those who were part of SINASAN, along with active participants from academic and research institutions. Purposive snowball sampling [17] was used in the The Forum Consultation and Social Participation S95 Policy actors' perspectives on good process earlier exploratory phase [18] to identify the specific individuals to interview. This set of individuals (n = 50) then became the sampling universe for the present study.
E-mail invitations were sent to all 50 actors from the exploratory phase. Forty-four actors responded to e-mail and telephone requests (6 did not respond), but 24 were not interviewed due to new jobs (n = 7), scheduling conflicts (n = 10), and participation in a parallel study (n = 7). Thus, for the present study we conducted semistructured interviews with 20 actors in all, including 10 from governmental institutions, 4 from nongovernmental institutions, 3 from international institutions, and 3 from academia.
Instruments, data collection, and analysis
A semistructured interview guide was developed [18] to gather unprompted and prompted responses related to the research questions. We created an interview tool ( fig. 2 ) by aggregating the elements of a good decisionmaking process mentioned in peer-reviewed literature from a range of academic fields and policy domains [18] . This literature identifies a variety of criteria of a good process from normative theoretical perspectives (i.e., what principles should be followed) and from an empirical perspective (i.e., the key principles as viewed by participants in actual policy deliberations). Procedurally, we first consolidated elements from a small number of seminal papers and then reviewed other papers to search for additional, nonredundant principles. The seminal works were various papers by Webler, Renn, and colleagues who combined theory and case studies to construct a theory based on the meta-constructs of fairness and competence in citizen participation [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] ; Rowe and colleagues [24, 25] who developed frameworks for evaluating public participation and reviewed empirical evaluations of public participation cases; and a committee of the National Research Council (1996) that made recommendations on how to integrate technical analysis and social deliberation into policy-making [26] . The additional papers used to supplement the principles from these works are cited in Hill [18] .
The process elements discussed in this large body of literature were initially compiled into lists and then aggregated into five categories of principles, four categories of desired outcomes, and a set of illustrative actions that could be used to operationalize the principles ( fig. 2) . (The full list of process elements is shown in Hill [18] ) The boundaries between these five principles are recognized to be fuzzy and the categories are not mutually exclusive. These five categories were chosen for purposes of organization and to prompt a discussion with the participants about process criteria, recognizing that they would interpret and unpack them as they saw fit. The first part of the interview sought comments from the participants on the report the authors had prepared based on the earlier phase of the research, which documented the difficulties the FNS community had encountered in policy formulation. This helped create the context for the main portion of the interview, which focused on their perspectives on a good process. The participants then were presented with the tool (fig. 2 ) either as a hard copy (8 face-to face interviews), an electronic copy (10 telephone interviews), or an oral description (2 telephone interviews when a computer was not available). When the tool was presented in person, the pieces under discussion at any point in time were revealed and others were concealed in order to minimize distractions. When the tool was presented by telephone interview, the interviewer asked the participants to direct their attention to each of these pieces at the time they were discussed. Presentation of each of these pieces of the tool consisted of the interviewer's reading and briefly describing each element in order to give sufficient background detail about process characteristics to help the participants to become familiar with the process ideas.
Each of the interviews lasted between 45 and 80 minutes. All of the interviews were carried out, transcribed, and analyzed in the Spanish language. The interviews were analyzed by the constant comparative method [27] , as described in further detail elsewhere Hill [18] . As a means of validating the findings, a memberchecking process was used [17] , in which interview transcripts were sent via e-mail to the participants in order to allow them to make changes and to ask for their acceptance of the use of the transcript in the present study. They were notified that a nonresponse to the e-mail within 2 weeks would be considered as acceptance of the transcript for its use in the study. Seven participants responded to the member-check e-mail, four of whom provided revisions consisting of grammatical and wording corrections. All seven approved the use of their transcripts for the study.
This research was submitted to the Cornell University Institutional Review Board for approval and was exempted on the grounds that interview respondents were participating in their official capacities and not being asked to share personal information. Nonetheless, oral consent to record and transcribe the interviews and to participate in member checking was obtained from each interviewee.
Results
Desired results from a good decision-making process
Data concerning the desired results of a good decisionmaking process were obtained when prompted by the tool and from unprompted portions of the interview (before the tool was presented). The unprompted comments from six participants suggested that a good process should ensure that the policy will truly achieve its objectives; will meet community needs; and will delineate institutional roles, responsibilities, and coordination.
Because I would be sure that my efforts and my contributions are going to have an impact, and that it is not just a tiring and frustrating process . . . . we often end up frustrated because we do not manage to overcome the challenges and results are not visible anywhere, so . . . to find something that really allows us to see that what we do is really going to be good for the country.
After being shown the tool, all participants agreed that the desired results shown in the tool are results that they would hope for or expect from a good decisionmaking process. Additional comments volunteered by various participants included that these results may be necessary but not sufficient, that "respect for decisions made by the group" should be added, that clarity and consensus about the process should be assured, that the responsibility of all actors and sectors should be clarified, that the views of local authorities at the community level should be included, and that these inherently subjective "results" should be accompanied by measurable indicators. One point of direct disagreement was expressed in relation to the second desired result (building of trust, respect, and relationships for future collaboration). One participant commented that this result was impossible to achieve in the context of the National Council for Food and Nutrition Security (CONASAN), where ministers and civil society are involved together, and that it should not be expected in this context.
Further insights about desired results were obtained from 12 participants late in the interviews when they were commenting on the importance of participating in a good process, not just any process. The emergent themes were to involve actors and improve representation, build leadership, create dialogue, make valuable contributions, reach consensus, build trust, improve coordination, and achieve objectives.
In order to deliver and truly work toward the reduction of food insecurity in Guatemala in all the communities, this requires a certain type of trust. Without trust people do not consider working together.
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Characteristics of a good decision-making process Unprompted responses
Prior to introduction to the tool, the participants were asked, "What elements are needed in a process in order to achieve these results?" The emergent themes were participation, dialogue, and clear rules for decision-making; participants with knowledge and decision-making power; clear, shared objectives; clear procedure, provision of information, and planning prior to process; leadership and credibility to build trust; and documentation and sustainability of process. All of the responses were related to the five principles of the tool, which the participants had not yet seen. Although no one particular participant mentioned all of the elements in the tool, all the elements were mentioned when the responses were looked at collectively. A few elements noted by participants but not included in the tool were the need for documentation of the process in order to share and refer to later, and the idea of creating shared agendas. The latter was implicit in the tool, as part of working toward identifying and serving the common interest, but it was not made explicit as an element.
Prompted responses: Local interpretations of the five principles
The participants were then asked to describe what each of the tool's five principles of a good process means in this context in Guatemala. Emergent themes from the discussions of each principle are presented in table 1.
Principle 1: Involve the right people. The responses emphasized that many actors from multiple sectors and disciplines should be involved and that those involved should represent the population. There were also many comments indicating that participants should have knowledge about, experience with, and interest in the issues at hand in the process. The comments also suggested that those affected by FNS problems and those with a professional position and decision-making capacity in the area should be involved in the process. Two participants referred to the need to set the agenda first, then involve the people according to the agenda.
Principle 2: Involve people the right way. The responses revealed the types of interactions these interview participants value in a decision-making process, such as open dialogue and clear communication, democratic and genuine participation, participants' having a voice and being involved in the decision-making, respect for values and differences, achieving consensus, and having an unaligned, unbiased facilitator.
Principle 3: Clear, organized procedure and objective. All of the comments about this principle also were underlying elements in the tool [18] , although some were not explicit in the summarized tool shown to participants. Examples include shared objectives, time frame established and respected, clear roles and responsibilities, and documentation of the process. Establishing and respecting a time frame is an "example action" in the tool, rather than a principle, illustrating the fuzzy boundaries between these components of the tool.
Principle 4: Focus on securing common interest. Comments about this principle were related to the prioritization of community needs, limiting individual and political interests, common objective consensus, an organized process, and satisfaction with the process, all of which are related to one or another of the five principles in the tool. Several comments referred to an organized process and satisfaction with the process; TABLE 1 . What do each of these process elements mean in this context? Involve the right people. Multidisciplinary, multisectoral, multiple actors; representation and voice; knowledge; experience, interest, and opinions; affected by problems at hand-civil society, communities, families; professional position and decision-making capacity; present proposals, not just complaints; involve the people according to the agenda; who should decide who the right people are?
Involve people the right way. Open dialogue and clear communication between actors/levels; democratic, genuine participation throughout entire process; voice and involvement in decision-making; respect for values and differences; achieving consensus; unaligned and unbiased facilitator; political will and true commitment Clear, organized procedure and objective. Participation and group function (dialogue, facilitation, conflict management); planning and leadership; clear, shared objectives and strategic plans; agenda and time frame established and respected; clear norms and rules; clear roles and responsibilities; consensus; documentation and monitoring and evaluation of the process Focus on finding and serving the common interest. Awareness of problem and prioritization of community needs; limit individual interests, political interests, and corruption; common objective, common agenda, and consensus for interinstitutional coordination; organized, continuous, long-term process; satisfaction with participation, contributions, and process
Transparency and accountability. Participation, contribution, and recognition; collaboration and resolution of turf issues; limit corruption; sustained, long-term decision-making processes that achieve their proposed goals; sharing of results; follow up decision-making process by acting on decisions, designating financial resources, and maintaining monitoring and evaluation systems these ideas were envisioned as part of the third principle (clear, organized procedure and objective) and as an implicit result of a good process, respectively. Principle 5: Transparency and accountability. Most comments about this principle were related to the previous four principles. The comments addressed the need to have recognition for participation and contribution, resolve issues related to turf, limit corruption, sustain processes over the long term so they will meet their proposed goals, share results, follow up on decisions, designate financial resources, and maintain monitoring and evaluation systems. The comments about sharing results referred to sharing the results with process participants as well as with others outside the process, which is a more inclusive concept than that written in the tool about communicating results to the appropriate political authorities.
Overall comments on the tool: Agreement, additions, and modifications
After discussion of each of the five process elements in the tool, the participants were asked to share their overall comments about the tool and whether they would suggest adding, eliminating, or changing any of the elements. There were many comments that indicated agreement with these elements as a whole and no comments indicating disagreement with them. There was one comment that indicated possible disagreement, which was more of a call for caution with the use of a prescribed set of process principles that guides or expects certain behavior:
It must be understood that Guatemala is a society that has a diversity of cultures and ethnic groups that have their own forms of organizing themselves. . . . We need to be very respectful of these forms and not impose our own forms.
Regarding suggested changes to these principles, two participants referred to the need to make these principles less general and more specific to the FNS context in Guatemala. Many referred to the need to emphasize follow-up on actions in these principles, indicating specific aspects of follow-up such as commitment, evaluation, and designated financial resources. Another suggestion was to show transparency as a transversal element instead of a separate principle:
This [transparency and accountability] should be something transversal. Because public policy is never linear, it is never going to be a process where everyone is going to be there because they like it, because they want to collaborate, because they have trust, no, it is a great struggle with interests at stake.
Other suggested changes were related to respect among participants and creating a win-win situation. These comments suggest that the principles and desired results of the tool as a whole resonated well with these actors.
Willingness to participate
The participants were asked whether they would be willing to participate in a new process with these principles. Eighteen of 20 participants stated that they would be willing to do so. The reasons they cited included the fact that they had already tried or were trying to create such processes, they had the capacity to participate like this, a process like this was necessary, and there was a need for clarity, organization, participation, shared principles, transparency, and a common agenda. Most of these are tightly related to the desired results and principles in the tool:
Yes, because our forms of working have not been effective.
Of course I would. . . . . If it is a clear, organized, transparent, inclusive process and in the medium term we can see real results I think I would be willing to participate.
Yes, yes. Of course. Because I think that at least there are principles that are shared by everyone and by participating like this we make the process ours.
One participant responded "no, " stating that these actors were already involved in this process. The participant who indicated "maybe" initially cited a lack of time, but then mentioned that a process like this is attractive and expressed interest and willingness to participate if it really was to be a good process.
The participants were then asked whether they thought that the other actors in the Guatemalan FNS policy community would be willing to participate in a new process with these principles. There was more doubt expressed in their responses concerning other actors' willingness to participate than concerning their own. Fifteen of 19 participants thought other actors would be willing to participate, citing the priority of the issue in the country, the results that would be achieved, the motivational impact of seeing results, willingness to give time to achieve this and the need to understand the issues, and the need for organization and collaboration. These reasons are similar to those provided when the participants were asked about their own willingness to participate, showing that they believed other actors had similar values and motivations to their own. Four actors said that other actors might be willing to participate, but the reasons for their hesitation were due to concerns (based on previous experience) about which institution convened the process, the lack of transparency, and the existence of partisan agendas:
I don't know. . . . I don't know what the other actors think. I think so, though. I think that it would be hard for them to value a good process if it is based on partisan views.
It depends how you frame it, you should propose it at the institutional level. For example, FNS issues should
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Willingness to accept decisions
When the participants were directly asked whether they would agree to accept the decisions resulting from a good process, all 20 participants responded "yes. " Although the explanations for their positive responses varied ( Table 2) , all of the responses were related to elements that are included, either implicitly or explicitly, in the tool. Most responses referred to process elements as providing the conditions necessary for accepting the decisions resulting from a good process. Several participants referred to the fact that part of a good process should be the acceptance of the resulting decisions. Some referred to the fact that agreement on the process will allow for consensus and for acceptance of the final decisions. There were three references to achieving results and producing results that will be used. One participant explained that acceptance of decisions would depend on the validity of the arguments used by other participants:
Definitely. If there has been participation. I don't have any doubt that I, or others, would accept the decisions. Even though sometimes I don't agree, but if the majority sees that this is the common good, then I would be willing. If the majority see this as beneficial, I don't doubt that it is going to be beneficial.
The participants were then asked whether they felt that the other actors in the FNS policy community would be willing to accept the decisions resulting from a good process. Eighteen participants were asked this question, and 11 responded "yes. " Many of the affirmative responses emphasized that acceptance would depend on the fact that it really was a good process. There were several comments emphasizing that participants would respect the consensus from a process as long as it did have these elements. There were also references to acceptance of results conditional on a democratic process, based on the law, and in the best interest of the country. Two participants provided contextual examples from the Guatemalan FNS policy community, one describing a situation where there was little acceptance of a decision that was not based on consensus, and the other describing an example in which a democratic process led to the acceptance of decisions. All of the themes that emerged from the affirmative responses had already been previously mentioned during the interviews, and all were related to elements of the tool. The participants referred to the principles in the tool in order to describe why they felt that they themselves and others would be willing to accept the decisions resulting from a good process:
I think so. People see that in reality the decisions were made thinking of the common good, and thinking that this is going to be what really leads to an impact, people will accept it. I don't think that they are going to oppose.
Definitely, if it is based on the structure of the law, if it comes from the law. It wouldn't be questioned because it is institutional.
Four participants indicated uncertainty about whether others would accept the resulting decisions. One explained that a process like this had been proposed but has not been applied. One indicated the inability to speak for others. Two indicated that acceptance would depend on the ability to manage conflict and differing opinions. Three participants felt that some actors would be willing to accept resulting decisions, but others would not, depending on the decision itself, management of disagreements, and the values of the process participants. All of these conditions for acceptance are included as elements in the tool, so in effect these participants are further endorsing these elements but implicitly indicating concern about whether these can be met:
This is going to depend on how the conflicts that arise are managed. As long as it is discussed well and the reason for the conflict is well understood, greater consensus will be achieved, and in the end the people are going to say that they are content with the results. But, of course, not everyone is going to agree. As long as this is transparent it seems that people will not complain much. Would others be willing to accept resulting decisions? Yes, … (reason why): Support consensus, fact that there was a good process; must respect the consensus; common interest and achieve an impact; if it is done based on the law; participatory, democratic process is convincing. Maybe . . . : I hope so; this has been proposed, but not applied; depends on conflict management; transparency will help; Guatemalans are opinionated; people change; I can't speak for them. Some will, but others won't . . . : Easier to accept decisions in some cases; there are disagreements; depends on the values of each participant S100 R. Hill et al.
I hope so. These solutions [principles] have been
proposed, these solutions [principles] are there. What needs to be done is apply them.
Feasibility in Guatemala
Eighteen interview participants were asked whether they thought this type of process would be possible in this context in Guatemala. Twelve participants said that a process like this would be possible; however, they indicated existing challenges that would have to be addressed to make this possible. These challenges included time (a process like this would take a long time; it would have to be efficient), clear objectives (we would need clarity on what we would be doing and how it would be done), leadership (the process organizer has to have the authority or power to carry it out), political backing (such backing would motivate participants), and process awareness (shared understanding among participants of the processes to be employed):
I think so, even though it will be difficult. But it could be done. I think that it is very complicated, but it is necessary. Complicated because of the diversity of actors that are involved, for the attitudes that people have. Also because the results are not seen in the short term. Sometimes there are groups who want immediate results, but to start now and hope that in 1 month we will see a nutritional impact is impossible. So many people lose patience and stop participating. This makes it more complicated, but I think [this process] would be worth it.
Two participants stated that a process like this would not be possible. One of them explained that there is too much inequality in Guatemala and the other said it simply would take too much time. Two other participants felt that feasibility depends on the proposed purpose of the process and the amount of time it would take. Two others felt that this type of process was already in progress in part or had been interrupted. In effect, these 6 participants who doubted feasibility identified the same challenges as the other 12 participants, but they were less optimistic that these challenges could be overcome and did not identify the actions that could be taken to overcome them.
The role of evidence
Although it not included as an original objective of the research, we noted in the course of analyzing the data that there was little or no reference to the role of evidence in the decision-making process. Given the importance placed on evidence by experts, academics, and international agencies, we undertook a systematic search on this theme throughout the interview texts (appendix 1 presents the references to the themes that did emerge). There was only one reference to the role of experts in decision-making, and there were no direct references to evidence-based decision-making. However, there were many references to the fact that those involved must have knowledge of the issues at hand and the need for technically sound decisions. Many of these comments distinguished between political and technical roles in the decision-making process and the need to maintain a balance between these, in addition to the need for decisions to reflect community realities, as emphasized throughout the interviews. Some of the comments indicated a need for politicians to be involved in the decision processes in order to better achieve the needed balance and to increase their awareness and understanding of the issues:
The technical level [needs to be involved] because they know the problem and the political level because that is where the final decisions are made, those that lead to actions. It can't be only technical, or only political, or even only those who know the issues. Everyone has to be involved.
Discussion
Policy formulation in a multistakeholder context is an inherently ambiguous and difficult process because of differing perspectives concerning the nature of the problem and the most effective and appropriate solutions in a given context [28, 29] . Far from being empirical or technical matters that can be resolved through better evidence alone, these perspectives are intimately related to variation in institutional, professional, and personal values, interests, historical relationships, trust, and other factors [30, 31] . All of these factors were present in the Guatemalan FNS policy community, as documented in the exploratory study [15] that gave rise to the present study, and they have been observed in a much larger set of countries [10] . In a situation such as this, successful policy formulation (defined in terms of decision quality, acceptance by stakeholders, and respect for democratic norms) depends upon the quality and acceptance of the decision-making process employed [26] . These issues have received virtually no attention in nutrition research agendas, with most research instead focusing on technical matters related to the causes, consequences, and efficacy of potential interventions [16, 32] . The present study is the first to our knowledge that examines the extent to which the FNS policy stakeholders in a given country might agree on what constitutes a good decision-making process and whether they would, in principle, accept whatever decisions emerged from such a process.
The first major finding is that the Guatemalan FNS stakeholders are in strong agreement with the principles derived from the theoretical and empirical literature from industrialized democracies concerning the desired outcomes and characteristics of a good decision-making process. Presentation of the tool generated detailed discussion of the process principles S101 Policy actors' perspectives on good process that matter to these stakeholders and often generated further suggestions for process principles. (Typically these already were embodied in the long list of elements that underlies the summary tool itself; see [18] .) The second major finding is that all 20 participants stated they would be willing to accept the results of a decision-making process based on these principles. Their explanations for doing so invariably were in terms of one or more of the outcomes or principles embodied in the tool. The majority also felt that other participants would accept decisions from such a process. The minority who disagreed did so because of feasibility concerns: these participants were not as optimistic as the others that the process principles could be faithfully applied. The feasibility challenges identified related to the amount of time, organization, and sponsorship required. Even while noting these challenges, most participants suggested that these could be addressed by employing an efficient process, with clear objectives, appropriate leadership and facilitation, political backing (to motivate participants to be efficient and results-oriented), and clarity on the process principles to be employed. These all are embodied in the tool and the underlying elements gleaned from the literature, but these participants are pointing to some important practical considerations identified in all such decision processes [33] .
The interpretation of these findings must take account of potential sampling bias, response bias, investigator bias, and contextuality. Of the 50 actors interviewed in the exploratory study, 44 responded to the invitation and 20 were interviewed. None of the 44 refused to participate in the interview; however, we have no knowledge of why these other 6 actors did not respond to e-mails or telephone invitations. Our knowledge of the context in which these actors work (from the exploratory study) leads us to believe that most of the nonresponse and nonparticipation is due to their tight schedules and the change of government administration that led many to change jobs. There is no apparent reason to believe that the nonresponders were less interested in these issues or would respond differently, but this remains a possibility.
In principle, response bias could have arisen as a result of prompting with the tool, social desirability bias, and the hypothetical nature of the interview questions. These may have been mitigated, but not eliminated, by the rapport established in the exploratory study (when all interviews were face-to-face), the relaxed nature of the interviews, the importance these participants attached to good process in light of their recent experiences with the FNS policy formulation, and the opportunities created (and taken) for participants to express their own views. The interviewer's impression was that the participants considered the interview to be addressing important issues directly connected to their work and their interests, as opposed to an academic study, and they did not hesitate to give their views on good process. The efforts to minimize investigator bias included the use of audio recordings, complete transcriptions, member checks, iteration between text and codes during the analysis, and the need for the first author to defend her methods and interpretations to her M.S. thesis committee [18] . However, the possibility of such bias remains a threat in all qualitative research [17] . The hypothetical nature of the interview questions (regarding willingness to participate in and to accept decisions from a good process) is an inherent limitation of this study and highlights the need to study these issues through careful evaluation of real-life policy deliberations conducted via process principles explicitly agreed upon by the participants. The role of contextuality in interpreting these findings is addressed below.
Conclusions and policy implications
The most important conclusion from this study is that actors in the Guatemalan FNS policy community show a substantial interest in the elements of a good decision-making process and that they recognize its importance for making sound decisions, gaining consensus and acceptance of decisions, and respecting democratic principles. The elements of a good decision-making process distilled and summarized from theory and experience in industrialized democracies resonate well with these actors, and they express both the desire to participate in such a decision-making process and a willingness to accept the resulting decisions. They further indicate that a process with the proposed principles is needed and, with careful attention to detail, is a feasible way to undertake FNS policy formulation in Guatemala. The detailed design of such a process is a matter that would need to be discussed and agreed upon by the FNS policy community in Guatemala and in any other country, taking account of a wide range of contextual considerations. The tool used in this study and the detailed elements underlying it [18] might be used as a starting point for that discussion, and there are some well-established methods from the change management field to facilitate such a discussion [34] [35] [36] .
It is likely that the difficulties that faced the Guatemalan FNS community will be encountered in many other countries as the major food security and nutrition global initiatives get under way [4, 8] . Those initiatives all have expressed a desire to harmonize the efforts among external partners in support of governmentowned strategies, but they have not articulated the principles and processes to be employed for that purpose. The Guatemalan experience (including the difficulties experienced earlier and the findings of this study) suggests that these countries would do well to seek agreement on the principles for a multistakeholder decision-making process (i.e., "constitutive" policy decisions) before they seek agreement on priority nutrition problems, target groups, interventions, delivery strategies, and other "ordinary" policy decisions [37] . It will require an investment of time to agree upon these principles and then to implement them well, but this needs to be weighed in relation to the potential benefits in terms of decision quality (and public health impact), decision acceptance (and conflict avoidance), and strengthening of democratic norms and capacities [26] .
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Policy actors' perspectives on good process Appendix 1. References to technical, knowledge-based, and evidence-based decision-making: Emergent themes and quotes from interviews Theme: Institutional roles: Technical versus political "Now the Secretariat of Food and Nutrition Security (SESAN) exists, there are meetings . . . and things are going well… There can be good intentions, but they aren't carried out because they have to present their purposes to levels that are more political than technical. So we arrive at an option that is not necessarily the best technically but makes for better visibility.
The role of SESAN is more one of technical coordination, not political coordination… The Forum for Consultation and Social Participation (INCOPAS) makes decisions at a different level… about technical opinions about situations… So INCOPAS has to say something about the fortified food, they have a technical opinion and they share it. So the National Council for Food and Nutrition Security (CONASAN) comes and says that they can't have opinions about this because this is a very technical matter and does not fit within their role, that INCOPAS should be a consultation to civil society, but not for technical issues. But, yes, this is within the role of INCOPAS.
There has to always be a technical secretariat, with representatives from both parts. Because generally government is more political than technical. But I am talking about helping people express their ideas, transform their ideas into institutional documents. The people from rural areas have excellent ideas and we have to help them transform them into an institutional language. There always has to be someone with technical training to help, if not, this will not happen.
I would say that there should be a technical group. There was one, the Interagency Group for Food and Nutrition Security (GISAN), but it disappeared, it is not in the law. It is an inter-institutional group, a technical group that should sit with INCOPAS, to talk with them, GISAN with the technical role and CONASAN with the political role. But what happens is that in the political part they discuss technical things that are nothing within their role.
And what happened with INCOPAS is that it was technical people. Technical, and not very political, and with an interest in finding common interests. " Theme: How decision-making is or should be "The politicians are the ones who make the decisions for the implementation of actions. But the technical people are the ones who design the interventions and those in civil society are the ones who live the situations. These would be the right people. Currently there is more participation in the technical aspect. And what is lacking is the participation of the politicians and civil society.
[Decision-making should be] technical, knowledgebased, and inclusive.
It is impossible to reduce malnutrition without financial support and technical assistance.
[The decision to distribute Vita Cereal] is a supercontroversial case in the country. Because it has many connotations, and people presume that there are many elements that are not technical, not transparent, without accountability in the decision-making process. "
Theme: The right people who should be involved in decision-making processes: Political versus technical
"That they have absolute knowledge of the problem in Guatemala.
It means involving the key actors, the ones with knowledge.
It has to be somebody who is working in these issues, with prior knowledge in order to know who are the actors that should be involved.
Sometimes they are not technical people, but they are the right people. So "right" depends on the situation. I read the word "right" and I think it is who has knowledge, who knows the issues… It could also be that they come politically, but also that they have the right knowledge.
The technical level because they know the problem and the political level because that is where the final decisions are made, those that lead to actions. It can't be only technical, or only political, or even only those who know the issues. Everyone has to be involved.
I think that the technical and political levels should participate, in the sense that they make decisions and assure that the resources are there so it is done.
For the same reason that there are levels, not to try to make the technical people tell the political people what to say, or vice versa, because sometimes that is where there are conflicts. So at the political level we should try to be highly aware, understand the issues at hand, and this could help the technical level. So they can say that yes, we support you, and then find resources. But the technical level would have to be in the middle, trying to influence the political level in decision-making, but also understanding the part from the affected group so that they are well represented or someone can speak for the people affected by the problems. " Theme: Accepting resulting decisions "If I am not convinced that [the final decision] was a technical decision, made by everyone involved and affected, I am not going to respect it. "
Theme: Experts
"There are many people who are experts or who could contribute a lot but are not necessarily inside the institutions. This is my point. I think that upon convening the people those who are interested should be invited … by looking for and asking for those who consider or believe that they could contribute information and who are not directly associated with or working in the institutions. "
